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From school to university: how well prepared are today’s music technology undergraduates?

Abstract

What is the best grounding for a degree in music technology - A level Music Technology, a BTEC National Diploma or playing in a band?  The University of Huddersfield is working on a large-scale research project:  'Understanding the transition from school to university' with the focus on music and music technology.  As part of the research over 150 questionnaires were distributed to first year Music Technology students.  The survey focussed on the areas, which were key to their first experience of studying for a degree.  As part of the analysis, comparisons were made between the responses of those who had taken the A level route and the BTEC National Diplomas route.  The survey revealed some interesting findings. For example, it was clear that students who had followed the BTEC route were better prepared than those who had taken the A Level in Music Technology, and that some students thought that their musical activities outside school were a better preparation for university than their work inside.

 
Background
This paper gives an account of work-in-progress at the University of Huddersfield to study the issue of the transition from school to university music and music technology.  
Since the late 1990s music technology courses have been developed both by the School of Music, Humanities and Media and the School of Computing and Engineering. There is a diverse range of such courses; those in MHM tend to focus on the more creative areas, whereas those in Computing and Engineering are more concerned with the technology.  In music we recruit around 80 students to music technology courses, with a larger number being recruited by Computing and Engineering.  The project has proceeded through close comparison of the A level Music Technology and BTEC specifications, mapping these onto university curricula, interviews with students, staff, school teachers and others, and questionnaire. 

The questionnaire

In March 2007 100 questionnaires were distributed to first year Music Technology students.  The exercise was repeated in February 2008. The survey focussed on the areas which were key to their first experience of studying for a degree.  Each questionnaire opened by asking for information about entry qualifications, career aspirations, and reasons for choosing the particular course.  Next, individual modules were taken in turn and questions focussed on how well they had followed on from their previous course at school or college, which aspects of individual modules were new, which they felt most comfortable with and which aspects they found most difficult.  As part of the analysis, comparisons were made between the responses of students who had taken the A level Music Technology or the BTEC National Diploma in Music Technology.  

What is the starting point for undergraduates on the Music Technology degrees?  The first question on the survey asked students which qualifications they had completed before they joined the university.  
Of the students surveyed 58% had completed A levels and 37% had BTEC National Diplomas.  The qualifications of the remaining students included a Diploma in Music Production, Scottish Highers in Music and Sound Engineering, International Foundation Year in Music/Music Technology, Open College Network, GNVQs and a BTEC Higher National Diploma.  
So the starting points are not the same for each student.  However, it is important to bear in mind that neither BTEC nor A level qualifications were designed as a preparation for university; rather they are in terms of HE simply an entry requirement.  This is evident from the QCA Subject Criteria for Curriculum 2000.  
When all the specifications were rewritten examination boards were required to adhere strictly to these criteria.  It may come as a surprise to some to know that although the encouragement of ‘life-long learning’ is cited as one of the aims, progression to Higher Education is not mentioned.  Rather, the subject criteria are intended to ‘help higher education institutions and employers know what has been studied and assessed’.   However, it would appear that in Music and Music Technology at least, HE is not availing itself of this opportunity.  Universities once had an important role in determining the content of GCE syllabuses, but now the relationships with examination boards are much diminished and there is a much poorer understanding of what goes on at school.  In fact, the large majority of the university staff that I have surveyed described their knowledge of A level and BTEC specifications as ‘Non-existent’ or ‘Sketchy’.  There is a growing realisation amongst those interested in transition that these relationships need to be rebuilt if proper planning for transition is to take place. 
This paper questions how well prepared today’s music technology undergraduates are but it is clear that QCA and the examination boards no longer focus on the suitability of their curricula as a foundation for university study. Recognising this, it may be more profitable to take a ‘clean sheet’ approach.  The School of Engineering at the University of Huddersfield believes that it is in the nature of their Music Technology courses that the students will encounter much that is unfamiliar.  They do not expect the school curriculum to have covered the same ground and treat the first year as a Foundation Year. 

Entry requirements
As part of the entry requirements, those students who follow the A level route must include an A level in a Science subject as well as a Maths qualification at at least GCSE level.  When interviewed, music technology staff expressed concern over the difficulties that some of the students were having with the Maths element of the course.  The students are given a Maths test at the beginning of the year and each year between 30-40% fail it.  Without some Maths ability there are potential problems with some of the modules e.g. Audio Technology.  Furthermore, as one lecturer put it ‘With different Maths specifications at both GCSE and A level, it is difficult to predict what students will know.’  Some students are held back by their technical ability and struggle with the technical work.  In contrast, as one lecturer observed, those students who have technical, mathematical and music theory ability are at an advantage and can do very well.  
So how many students had entered the course with Maths A level, how many had taken Science subjects and what was the most popular A level? Although all of the students had passed Maths GCSE, only 8% had taken the subject at A level.  Perhaps surprisingly the most common subject passed was English, closely followed (less surprisingly) by Music and Music Technology.  Overall, the majority of students (63%) had taken A levels in Arts and Humanities subjects with a much smaller percentage (37%) having taken Science A levels.  Clearly the music technology courses at the University of Huddersfield are attracting a smaller number of students with a scientific background.  Perhaps this is indicative of a gulf between student expectations of the nature of Music Technology degrees and the reality of the course content.  When asked whether the course was what they expected it to be, the results varied from course to course, but overall the large majority of the students responded positively.  Of the 20% who gave negative responses, the most common reasons were to do with the balance of the course content – students complained that there was too much that was technical, mathematical or computer based and too little involving performance and recording.  Perhaps this was wishful thinking. 
Music Technology A level v BTEC National Diploma

As part of the questionnaire analysis, comparisons were made between the responses of students who had taken the A level Music Technology or the BTEC National Diploma in Music Technology.   It was clear from the survey that students who followed the BTEC route were better prepared for their degree than those who had taken the A level in Music Technology. Although this was not evident in some modules, in others it was quite striking.  For example, a much larger percentage of A level students than BTEC students found Audio Technology difficult, usually because of the  strong elements of Maths and Physics in the module.  There was a similar disparity in numbers between the A level and BTEC students who had found Multimedia and the Internet difficult.  In some ways this is not surprising.  The BTEC National Diploma affords significantly more contact time than would be found for one A level.  Consequently students are offered a wide choice of options and are able to spend much more time in the, usually better equipped, recording studio.  Furthermore, in line with the vocational BTEC philosophy, they will have been taught by people who have worked in the music industry.  This is in contrast with the situation in schools.  There the upsurge of popularity in music technology has meant that schools have often been unprepared both in terms of staff and equipment.  Students have often been left to work on their own and effectively teach themselves.  This is evident from comments in the survey, one student wrote that ‘Most of the preparation I had was from my own learning’  and another commented that even ‘the use of actual studios’ was new to him.  The situation is not helped by the A level content which is generally regarded as having an over emphasis on sequencing at the expense of the other two key elements of the subject - sampling and synthesis.  

Closer examination of the modules in Audio Technology and Multimedia and the Internet tells us more about the level of pre-university preparation.  Audio Technology provides an overview of the technologies found in modern audio recording and introduces the student to audio principles.  The large percentage of A level students having difficulties with this could be accounted for by the strong elements of Maths and Physics in the module.  Only a small number of the students had studied these subjects at A level whereas the BTEC National Diploma offers optional units in several audio technology related areas: Introduction to Acoustics; Digital Audio Principles; and Audio Electronics.  It would appear that studying these units had helped the students with this module.  The disparity in numbers between the A level students and the BTEC students who had found Multimedia and the Internet difficult, could be explained by the fact that this area is not covered at A level (in fact the word ‘multimedia’ does not appear in the specification whereas the BTEC National Diploma has a whole unit devoted to it.

Some of the BTEC students expressed an awareness of the preparedness that BTEC had afforded them.  One wrote ‘I’m glad I studied BTEC music tech at college otherwise I can’t imagine how I would have kept up with the pace’ and another ‘I had previously taken the BTEC so this course was a natural progression’. 
What did the students feel well-prepared for?

When asked whether there were there any aspects of the course that they felt particularly well-prepared for, recording and composition came out on top with a striking majority of the students citing Recording.  Clearly this is because recording is a significant part of both the BTEC and A level Music Technology courses.  In addition a significant number of students felt that they had been helped with this module through their extra-mural activities (more later).  What was perhaps more interesting about the comments on Recording was when students were asked which aspects of the module were new to them.  The most frequent responses were: the detail of the recording; different equipment; effects and mixing; concert hall recording; and location recording.  Of most significance is the way that these responses were split between BTEC and A level students: all the students who had mentioned ‘effects and mixing’, ‘decent studios’ or ‘more advanced techniques’ were A level students; similarly all those who mentioned ‘different equipment’ were BTEC students. It would appear that the A level students were struggling with the more fundamental problem of the principles of recording, whereas any problems the BTEC students had were in coming to terms with unfamiliar equipment and consequently less serious.  This difference in emphasis reflects the fact that the BTEC students will have gained more recording experience and will have studied the subject in more detail.  It is also probably safe to say that most colleges of Further Education have better equipped recording studios than schools.  In contrast with the A level student who commented that ‘the use of actual studios’ was new to him, one BTEC student wrote that the module was ‘All very similar to the final year of BTEC’.  Perhaps there is a lesson to be drawn from this.
Music outside school

Unlike many other subjects, music and music technology are areas that students are likely to pursue as an outside interest.  It is well-known that most A level Music students would have played in some kind of ensemble beyond the school gates, but what opportunities had the music technology students found and to what extent had these helped them with their degree course?  In fact, 93% of them had been involved in some kind of extra-mural activity and of these 72% found that it had helped them with their university course.  

Nearly all the students had some outside performing experience, mostly with rock bands and a small number had played professionally.  There were also several DJs and a couple of VJs.  For many, playing in rock bands had led to other useful experience such as setting up PAs and sound systems, and recording. 28% of the students had worked in some way with sound engineering and/or live sound:  ‘school productions and gigs’; recording my band’; ‘setting up PAs and sound systems’; and ‘sound engineering live pub gigs’.  One student had produced his band’s EP, several had created websites, and a significant number had set up their own home studio.  13% had worked with music or music technology in a professional capacity.  They had worked in a range of jobs, several of these in recording and live performance.  
This all helps to emphasise the shift that is taking place in the twenty first century from passive listening to music to active participation.  This is reinforced by the work of Lamont et al
.  In 2003 they conducted a study of young people’s music in and out of school. They reported high levels of music-making outside of schools rather than the music-listening found in previous research.  Their study highlighted the way in which ‘the contexts of music-making’ are ‘expanding and changing very rapidly in our increasingly digital, networked and globalised world’. It demonstrates how ‘the relationship between music-making in and out of school is becoming increasingly complex’.
When asked which university work these extra-mural activities had helped with, the module that was mentioned by far the most was Recording.  
	University module
	Extra-mural activity


	81% Recording 
	Performing, working in sound engineering and/or live sound, home studios.

	61% Audio Technology
	Professional work, sound engineering and/or live sound

	31% Computer Composition and Sound Design
	Home studio or performing in bands

	Music theory 
	Instrumental lessons

	Multimedia and the Internet 
	Web design


The activities that had helped the students with it were largely performing or working in sound engineering and/or live sound.  Home studios also helped.  A large number cited the module in Audio Technology.  Several students found their professional work had helped with this and a small number mentioned working in sound engineering and/or live sound.  31% mentioned that they had been helped with Computer Composition and Sound Design - most of these by working with a home studio or through performing in bands.  Not surprisingly the students who were interested in web design had found that this helped them with Multimedia and the Internet.  A small number mentioned Music Theory,  all of these had had instrumental lessons, which had no doubt helped them with musical notation.
The link between informal music making and undergraduate study was emphasised strongly by one student who wrote that ‘Playing in bands’ had helped with ‘All modules’.  Furthermore, some A level students thought that their work outside school prepared them for university better than their work inside.  They were quite blunt about the shortcomings of the A level and added comments such as ‘The A level did help but not as much as it could have! I have more confidence in the aspects which I have prepared independently’.  So here we appear to have a situation where extra-mural activities are preparing students for university work rather than the school curriculum.  What conclusions can be drawn from this?  Should this be seen as an indictment of the A level system or should HE instead consider music education in its widest sense and give such informal music-making outside school as much potential status as formal music-making inside school?  
Summary

In summary we have seen that pre-university qualifications are too diverse to expect a smooth transition from school to university in terms of curriculum, furthermore Curriculum 2000 qualifications were not designed as a preparation for Higher Education.  
Those students whose qualifications have a scientific leaning will have a smoother transition from school to university but this type of student is relatively uncommon.  In part this is a reflection of the mismatch between what students would prefer to focus on and what is actually delivered in their degree course.  And finally, the survey would seem to indicate that the ideal portfolio for the prospective music technology undergraduate would be appropriate units from the BTEC National Diploma, coupled with Maths and Physics A Level and experience of playing in a rock band.  Perhaps we need to rethink some of the distinctions that have been at the heart of the admissions system for so long. 
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